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L A T I N O  C I V I C  E N G A G E M E N T :  W H A T  M A T T E R S ?
M a r í a  d e  lo s  A n g e le s  T o r r e s
University o f Illinois at Chicago 
a n d  T i m o t h y  R e a d y
W estern M ichigan University
P IL S E N : E N G A G E M E N T  IN  A  C H A N G IN G  
IM M IG R A N T  P O R T  O F  E N T R Y
Since the 1860s, Pilsen has served as a port of entry for many 
immigrant groups including Germans at the turn of the century, 
followed by immigrants from major city Ireland, Poland, 
Lithuania, Czech, and Bohemia, who named it Pilsen after a town 
in their home country. Italians lived nearby on Taylor Street, 
where Mexican families moved to as well. Pilsen also has a long 
history of labor and community struggles (Adelman 1979). The 
Hull House under the direction of Jane Addams schooled 
thousands of immigrants in their rights as workers and citizens.
As immigrants prospered they moved to better neighborhoods, 
leaving housing stock and immigrant based organizations for the 
next wave.
During the 1950s, Mexican families from Texas, Mexico and 
Taylor Street began to move into the neighborhood (Mora-Torres
2005). As many of them became upwardly mobile, as well, they 
also moved out to other neighborhoods. Poorer Mexicans 
immigrant continued to come and settle in Pilsen, as rents were 
low and jobs nearby. By 1970 a majority of Pilsen residents (55 
percent) were Latino, yet the neighborhoods political machinery 
was controlled by Italians. Pilsen became an important battle 
ground for civil, voting and cultural rights (Torres 2006; Cordova
1999). Concerns about the future of the community, particularly 
the safety and education of its children, became powerful social 
mobilizers.
These grassroots struggles resulted in an extensive infrastructure 
of Latino community based organizations providing services to 
Pilsen residents and providing an infrastructure for civic 
engagement. Largely because of the concentration of community 
organizations and agencies that were established, Pilsen became 
the Heart of the Mexican community in Chicago and remains so 
today. It is a desirable cultural neighborhood for Mexicans and 
tourists alike.
P O P U L A T IO N  S T A B IL IT Y  W IT H  S IG N S  O F  
N A S C E N T  G E N T R IF IC A T IO N
Although the population of the city of Chicago decreased by 14 
percent between 1970 and 2000, the population of the Lower West 
Side (Pilsen) remained quite stable during the same period at 
between 44,000 and 45,000 residents (Census, 1970, 1980, 1990,
2000). Although its population was stable, Pilsen s ethnic 
composition changed from just over half (55 percent) Latino in
1970 to nearly 90 percent Latino by 1990, with most of the 
remaining population non-Hispanic white. Between 1990 and 
2000, Pilsens ethnic composition was essentially unchanged.
__________________________________________ TABLE 1
RACIAL AND ETHNIC COMPOSITION OF LOWER WEST SIDE 
(PILSEN): 1970 - 2000
SOURCE: Data compiled by the Center for Neighborhood and 
Community Improvement at the University of Illinois at Chicago 
and Institute for Latino Studies at the University of Notre Dame.
Findings from the NSF survey indicate that there has been a small 
but significant uptick in non-Latino and college educated 
residents since 2000, especially in the northeast portion of Pilsen. 
According to the 2005 survey, 36 percent of non-Latino residents 
had moved into Pilsen in the previous three years, compared to only 
16 percent of Latinos.2 Of these, 76 percent self-identified as white 
and 14 percent as black. Similarly, 36 percent of residents with at 
least a bachelor s degree arrived in Pilsen within the past three years, 
compared to only 17 percent of those who had not completed high 
school. Only 6 percent of Latino residents are college graduates, 
compared to 53 percent of non-Latinos. Forty-four percent of 
Latino adults have less than a high school education, compared to 
only 6 percent of non-Latinos.
The population of Pilsen is young. The median age of Latinos in 
Pilsen is 24.7 years. Citywide, the median age of Latinos is 26.8 
years. For non-Hispanic whites in Chicago, the median age is 
almost 40 (39.6). More than one-third (36 percent) of Pilsens
children live below the federal poverty level. Pilsen also has high 
levels of violence. In 1992, the Illinois Criminal Justice 
Information Authority named Pilsen one of the “hot spots” in the 
city for street gang violence (UIC Neighborhood Initiative, n.d.), 
and gang-related violence remains a serious problem today.
TABLE 2
PERCENTAGE OF RESIDENTS LIVING IN PILSEN THREE YEARS OR LESS 
BY EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT
and engagement suggesting that politics gets played out in groups.
Still there were distinct differences among the three neighborhoods. 
While we found high levels of sociability, Garfield was the most 
social. In regards to inter ethnic relations, Little Havana has higher 
levels of trust across ethnic groups. It is the most diverse
neighborhood. Pilsen also had highest levels 
of membership in social organizations 
suggesting a very thick 
social fabric.
Pilsen s Latino population is almost entirely of Mexican origin. 
Sixty-six percent of Latino survey respondents are immigrants; 64 
percent were born in Mexico. On average, immigrant 
residents of Pilsen had lived in the United States for 20 
years. Among all Latinos, the average length of residency in 
Pilsen was 18 years. Forty-two percent are homeowners, 
and 51 percent are citizens. Twenty percent have an annual 
household income of under $10,000; 57 percent have 
household incomes of under $25,000. Only 17 percent had 
incomes of $50,000 or more. In short, Pilsens newcomers 
no longer are limited primarily to low income wage 
earning immigrants taking the place of those who have 
prospered. They increasingly include students, artists, and 
young professionals who are displacing poorer immigrants 
(Smith 2007; Smith and Holt 2007). It is in this changing 
context, that we examined notions of place, identity, 
community and engagement.
Pilsen is also the most civically engaged. 
Evidence of this comes from responses to a 
series of questions about various forms of 
active involvement in civic affairs within the 
past two years. Attended a public meeting 
about a problem in the neighborhood
■Been invited to attend a public meeting 
about a problem in the neighborhood 
® Worked together informally with someone 
or some group to solve a problem in the 
neighborhood
■Signed a petition about a problem in the 
neighborhood
■Joined in a protest or demonstration about 
a problem in the neighborhood 
■Contacted an elected or government 
official by letter or phone or in person 
about some need or problem.
These are the themes that guided a comparative study of 
three Latino neighborhoods; Pilsen, a Chicago neighborhood 
southwest of the loop area, Garfield in Phoenix and Little 
Havana in Miami. Surveys of a random sample of residents 
were conducted in the summer of 2005 and follow up in depth 
interviews were administered the following summer.
We looked at looked at key questions, identity, social networking 
and civic engagement. We drew a random sampling in three 
neighborhoods, Little Havana, Garfiled in Phoenix and Pilsen . 
This study is important because many of the studies done on 
Latinos use a wide lens and do not take into account interactions 
among individuals living in neighborhoods. Overall we find that 
Latinos living in communities have higher levels of sociability, trust
SOURCE: Same as TABLE 1.
IN V O L V E M E N T  IN  E L E C T O R A L  P O L IT IC S
Fifty-two percent of survey respondents in Pilsen are US citizens. 
Eighty-nine percent of citizens reported that they are registered to 
vote, and 84 percent voted in the previous presidential election. 
There is no significant difference between Pilsen and Little Havana 
in the percentage of residents who are citizens, or the percentage of 
citizens who are registered to vote, and those who actually voted. 
No information about citizenship was collected in Garfield.
Eight percent of Pilsen residents report having worked as a 
volunteer for a political candidate within the previous two years, a 
significantly higher percentage than in Little Havana (3 percent) 
and Garfield (2 percent). Fourteen percent of citizens in Pilsen 
report having worked as a political volunteer compared to two 
percent of non-citizens, as did 14 percent of Pilsen residents with 
at least some post-secondary education. Seven percent of high 
school graduates and 5 percent of residents with less than a high 
school diploma also worked as political volunteers. Men were 
more likely to do so than women.
TABLE 4
Three percent of Pilsen residents voted within the previous two 
years in an election that took place in another country. The 
percentage of Pilsen residents who voted in a foreign election is 
significantly lower than in both Little Havana (5 percent) and 
Garfield (8 percent). Five percent of non-citizens in Pilsen reported 
having voted in a foreign election in the previous two years.
After looking at the descriptive data we tested to see if there were 
statistically relevant factors. We found that three were important 
to have a more in-depth understanding, and the main points are 
summarized below in three separate briefs which look at age, 
place of birth and gender and education combined and age.
NOTES
1 The research in these briefs comes from a National Science 
Foundation Project, SES 0433 947 on Comparative Civic and Place 
Engagement In Three Latino Enclave Neighborhoods. Maria de 
los Angeles Torres and Timothy Ready, Director Lewis Walker 
Institute for the Study of Race and Ethnic Relations Western 
Michigan University coordinated the collection and wrote the initial 
description of the Pilsen data. A comparative study has been 
published Patricia L. Price, Christopher Lukinbeal Richard N. Gioioso 
Daniel D. Arreola, Damian Fernandez, Timothy Reayd, Maria de los 
Angeles Torres, Urban Geography, 2011, 32, 2, pp. 1-XX.
2 Overall, 83 percent of the representative sample of 400 
respondents in the 2005 survey were Latino. All respondents were 
adults, 18 years of age, or older. In addition to the quantitative 
survey, 40 qualitative interviews were conducted, along with four
focus group discussions. Graduate student researchers also 
engaged in ethnographic fieldwork in three Pilsen community 
organizations.
REFERENCES
Adelman, William J. 1979. Pilsen and the West Side, 2nd ed. 
(Chicago: Illinois Labor History Society.
Beck, Paul Allen and M. Kent Jennings (1979). "Political Periods 
and Political Participation." The American Political Science 
Review 73(3): 737-750
Berry, Kate A. and Martha Henderson. 
2002. Geographical Identities of Ethnic 
America: Race, Space, and Place. Reno, 
Nevada: University of Nevada Press.
John Betancur, Teresa Cordova and Maria 
de los Angeles Torres. 1993. "Latinos 
in Chicago", in Frank Bonilla and 
Rebecca Morales (Eds.), Latinos in a 
Changing U.S. Economy. Newbury 
Park, CA: Sage publications.
Braungart, Richard G., and Margaret M. 
Braungart (1986). "Life-Course and 
Generational Politics." Annual Review 
of Sociology 12: 205-231.
Conzen, Kathleen Neils. 1979. 
"Immigrants, Immigrant 
Neighborhoods, and Ethnic Identity: 
Historical Issues". The Journal Of 
American History. Vol. 66, No. 3, p. 
603-615.
Cordova, Teresa.1999. "Harold
Washington and the Rise of Latino 
Electoral Politics in Chicago, 1982- 
1987", pp. 31-57 in David Montejano 
(Ed), Chicano Politics and Society in 
the Late Twentieth Century. Austin: 
University of Texas Press.
DeLeon, Richard and Katherine C. Naff. 2004. "Identity Politics and 
Local Political Culture: Some Comparative Results from the 
Social Capital Benchmark Survey". Urban Affairs Review, Vol. 
39, No. 6, 689-719.
Elazar, Daniel. 1999. "Political Science, geography and the spatial 
dimension of politics". Political Geography 18, 875-886.
Grayson, Katherine.2006. "Voters to Solis: Downzone Pilsen now 
Advisory referendum to 'slow down gentrification' passes by 
wide margin". Chicago Journal 3/22/2006
Knox, Paul. 1997. "Globalization and Urban Economic Change". 
Annals, AAPSS, 551, p. 17-27.
Hoston, James and Arjun Appadurai. 1996. "Cities and
Citizenship". Public Culture. Volume 8, Number, p. 187-204.
Isin, Engin, (Ed.). 2000. Democracy Citizenship and the Global City. 
New York: Routledge.
Jennings, M. Kent (1987). "Residues of a Movement: The Aging of 
the American Protest Generation." The American Political 
Science Review 81(2): 367-382.
Katznelson, Ira. 1982. City Trenches: Urban Politics and the
Patterning of Class in the United States. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press.
Kirby, Emily Hoban and Kei Kawashima-Ginsberg. 2009. "The Youth
Vote in 2008". CIRCLE: The Center for Information 7 Research 
on Civic Learning and Engagement. URL:
http://www.civicyouth.org/PopUps/FactSheets/FS_youth_Voting
_2008_updated_6.22.pdf
Logan, J. and Harvey Molotch. 2007. Urban Fortunes: The Political 
Economy of Place. Berkeley, California: University of 
California Press.
Low, Setha and Denise Lawrence-Zuñiga, 2003. The Anthropology 
of Space and Place: Locating Culture. Malden, Massachusetts: 
Blackwell Publishers.
Madigan, Charles. Ed. 2004. Global Chicago. Chicago: University of 
Illinois Press.
Marcelo, Karlo Barrios, Mark Hugo Lopez, and Emily Hoban Kirby.
2007. "Fact Sheet: Civic Engagement Among Minority Youth". 
CIRCLE: The Center for Information 7 Research on Civic 
Learning and Engagement. URL:
http://www.civicyouth.org/PopUps/FactSheets/FS_07_minority_c
e.pdf
Martin, Deborah. 2003. Place-Framing as Place-Making:
Constituting a Neighborhood for Organizing and Activism. 
Annals of American Geography. 93, p. 730-750.
Mora-Torres, Juan. 2005. "Pilsen : A Mexican Global City in the 
Midwest". Diálogo. Fall, p.3-8.
Monti, Daniel. The American City: A social and Cultural History. 
Malden, Massachusetts: Blackwell Publishers, p.2-124.
Padilla, Felix. 1985. Latino Ethnic Consciousness: The Case of
Mexican Americans and Puerto Ricans in Chicago. University 
of Notre Dame Press.
Pallares, Amalia, et al. 2006. "UIC Immigrant Mobilization Project: 
General Survey Findings", via Woodrow Wilson International 
Center for Scholars. URL:
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/news/docs/uicstudy.pdf
Torres, Maria de los Angeles. 2007. "Youth Activists in the Age of 
Postmodern Globalization: Notes from an Ongoing Project." 
Children, Youth and Environments 17(2): 541-562. Retrieved 
[Aprill 2010] from URL:
http://thunder1 .cudenver.edu/cye_journal/abstract.pl?n=1812
Torres, María de los Ángeles. 2004. "In Search of Meaningful Voice 
and Place: The IPO and Latino Community Empowerment in 
Chicago", in Gilberto Cárdenas (Ed.), La Causa: Civil Rights, 
Social Justice and the Struggle for Equality in the Midwest, 
Houston, Texas: Arte Público Press.
Sassen, Saskia. 1996. "Whose City is It? Globalization and the
Formation of New Claims". Public Culture. Volume 8, Number 
2, Winter. 205-224.
Smith, Darren. 2007. "Conceptualising the sociospatial diversity of 
gentrification: 'to boldly go' into contemporary spaces, the 
'final frontier'?" Environment and Planning A, V. 39, p. 2-9.
Smith, Darren and Louise Holt. 2007. "Studentification and
'apprentice' gentrifiers within Britain's provincial towns and 
cities: extending the meaning of gentrification". Environment 
and Planning A, Vol. 39, p. 142-161.
Taylor, Beth L. 2000. "The Impact of Age on Political Participation 
in West. Virginia". MA Thesis, College of Arts and Sciences at 
West Virginia University.
Valadez, John. 1994. "Latino Politics in Chicago: Pilsen in the 1990 
General Election", pp. 115-36 in Rodolfo de la Garza, Martha 
Menchaca and Louis DeSipio (eds) Barrio Ballots: Latino
Politics in the 1990 Elections (Boulder: Westview Press, 1994)
Waldinger, R. 1989. "Immigration and Urban Change". Annual 
Review of Sociology, Volume 5, p. 211-232.
Wellman, Barry and Barry Leighton. 1979. "Networks, Neighborhoods 
and Communities: Approaches to the Study of the Community 
Question". Urban Affairs Quarterly. Vol. 14, No. 3, p. 363-390.
Wyly, Elvin and Daniel Hammel. 2005. "Mapping neo-liberal
American Urbanism". In Rowland Atkinson and Gary Bridge, 
eds. Gentrification in a Global Context: The New Urban 
Colonialism. New York: Routledge.
Zukin, Sharon. 1995. The Cultures of Cities. Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: Blackwell Publishers.
Contact MARIA DE LOS ANGELES TORRES: torresma@uic.edu
